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Dear Mr. Emerson:

On April 30, 1986, you asked us to examine the reasons why some households that meet the
eligibility criteria for the Food Stamp program do not receive benefits. This report is the
third and final in a series of reports prepared in response to your request. Our July 1988 and
December 1988 reports to you discussed Food Stamp program operations, state program
variations, results of prior research on reasons for nonparticipation, and responses to a few
broad questions on reasons for nonparticipation as cited in the 1980 and 1987 Panel Study of
Income Dynamics (PSID) surveys of nationally representative samples of families.

This report presents an in-depth analysis of participation across various demographic
factors and reasons for not participating in the program reported by those eligible for
benefits.

As we arranged with your office, unless you publicly announce the contents of this report
earlier, we plan no further distribution of it until 30 days from the date of the report. At that
time, copies will be sent to the Secretary of the Department of Agriculture and the
Administrator of the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS). We will also make copies available to
interested organizations, as appropriate, and to others upon request.

If you have any questions or would like additional information, please call me at (202) 275-
1854 or Dr. Michael J. Wargo, Director of Program Evaluation in Physical Systems Areas, at
(202) 275-3092.

Sincerely yours,

B G

Eleanor Chelimsky
Assistant Comptroller General



Executive Summary

Results in Brief

Principal Findings

GA0 found that in 1987 43.8 percent of eligible households participated
in the Food Stamp program, while 56.2 percent did not. The household
characteristic most closely associated with high rates of Food Stamp
program participation was found to be participation in other welfare
programs. Categories of households associated with low rates of food
stamp receipt included households receiving Social Security benefits,
those headed by an elderly person, and those headed by both white and
nonwhite single men.

Of the three summary categories of reasons given for nonparticipation
in the Food Stamp program—(1) a lack of desire for benefits, (2) a lack
of information about the program, and (3) problems with the program or
lack of access to it—the two most frequently cited categories of reasons
for nonparticipation were lack of desire for program benefits and lack of
information about the program. Although it was the least frequently
cited response, the program or access problems category was also cited
by a sizeable group of respondents.

GAO found that 87 percent of households participating in other welfare
programs (for example, the Aid to Families with Dependent Children
program) also participate in the Food Stamp program. Other households
having a high likelihood of participation were those headed by a non-
white single female (75 percent participation) and those receiving Sup-
plemental Security Income program benefits (62 percent participation).
The likelihood of participation in the Food Stamp program increases
greatly with each additional child present in the household. (The likeli-
hood of participation rises 67 percent for each additional child.) House-
holds with low rates of participation in the Food Stamp program were
those headed by an elderly individual (34 percent participation), those
receiving Social Security benefits (31 percent participation), and those
headed by a single male, both white (17 percent participation) and non-
white (30 percent participation).

When eligible nonparticipants were asked why they did not participate,
38.2 percent of the households reported a lack of desire for benefits,
36.8 percent responded that they lacked information about the Food
Stamp program, and 25.0 percent indicated that program or access prob-
lems prevented their participation. These reasons were related to partic-
ular demographic, sociceconomic, or other characteristics of the
households. Those that reported a lack of desire for food stamp benefits
as their predominant reason for not participating were households in
which the head was a white individual (married, widowed, divorced, or
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Executive Summary

The Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service fully

Agency Comments agreed with Gao’s recommendation to the Secretary of Agriculture but
had one major concern about the report. In this report, as in our two
earlier ones, the Department of Agriculture took exception to GAO’s use
of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics data base. The Department
believes that the Panel Study has overestimated the extent of nonpar-
ticipation in the Food Stamp program. GAoO thus continues to have a fun-
damental difference with the Department on this point, but this
disagreement is irrelevant to this report, which focuses not on the mag-
nitude of the nonparticipation problem but on the reasons for it.
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Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology

Chapter 1
Introduction

The objective of this report is to address the following two questions:

1. What demographic characteristics or factors are associated with Food
Stamp program participation?

2. What reasons do food-stamp-eligible households give for not partici-
pating in the program?

The scope of our work described in this report was confined to data
gathered in the 1987 psib—a University of Michigan survey that col-
lected data from a nationally representative sample of 7,061 families.?
GAO contracted with the University of Michigan to collect some addi-
tional data on Food Stamp program participation as part of their psID
data collection.

Our methodology consisted of determining the frequency of responses to
the survey questions and determining regression equations to estimate
the strength of some of the relationships among variables. First, we
identified families that we estimated to be eligible to participate in the
Food Stamp program. Certain characteristics were identified for each
household surveyed, including the age (elderly or not), sex (male or
female) and race (white or nonwhite) of the head of the household, mar-
ital status of the head of the household (single, widowed, divorced, sep-
arated, or married), the highest educational attainment of the head of
the household or the spouse, the number of children in the household,
gross annual income of the household, and whether the household par-
ticipated in Social Security or welfare programs such as Aid to Families
With Dependent Children (AFDC) and Supplemental Security Income
{ss1). A discussion of the selection of household characteristics and how
they were treated in the analysis is included in appendix 11.%

“Since PSID cannot be used Lo establish Food Stamp program eligibility precisely (in fact, no existing
national data base can), we estimated eligibility. We applied two screening tests to identify house-
holds eligible to receive food stamps. First, we excluded some households that were not in the contig-
uous United States, had implausible responses to PSID questions, had a change in the head of the
household during the year in question, or contained a household member other than the head of the
household or spouse who carned at least $5,000 in annual income. Second, we excluded households
whose income exceeded either of two income tests (food stamp gross and net income thresholds
adjusted for household size ) or whose assets based on type of household (elderly or nonelderly)
exceeded asset limits. For more information on our approach to estimating households eligible for
participation and on PSID and its limitations, see our report entitled Food Stamps: Reasons for Non-

participation, GAQ,/PEMD-89-5BR ( Washington, D.C.: December 1988), especially section 9 and
appendix T,

"The category for nonwhites was made up of a combination of blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and others.
We treated SSI participation separately from participation in general assistance, public assistance,
AFDC, and other welfare programs. No households in our sample were in both SS8I and other welfare
programs.

Page 9 GAO,PEMD-90-8 Food Stamp Program Participation and Nonparticipation



Chapter 2

Participation in the Food Stamp Program

Likelihood of
Participation

Not everyone eligible for food stamps receives program benefits. Our
report entitled Food Stamps: Reasons for Nonparticipation (GAo;
PEMD-89-5BR) noted that 43.8 percent of the households estimated by psiD
as eligible to receive food stamps participated in the Food Stamp pro-
gram at some time during 1986, while 56.2 percent did not. As stated in
this earlier report, these participation rates should be considered
approximate, given our use of an annual definition of eligibility.' The
same is true for this report. However, although these estimates, like all
estimates, cannot be considered exact, they are close to other estimates,
and they are a prerequisite for answering the congressional question
about the reasons for nonparticipation. That is, the estimates are neces-
sary for grouping eligible households and for determining why they do
or do not participate in the Food Stamp program. In this chapter, we
focus on the household characteristics that are associated with
participation.

In order to estimate the likelihood of participation of various categories
of households, we examined the probabilities of participation for each
household characteristic. (See tables 2.1 and 2.2.) The probabilities in
table 2.1. were derived from the frequency of participation reported by
households. For example, the probability of participation for any spe-
cific household category, such as the elderly, was calculated by dividing
the weighted estimated number of participants by the weighted esti-
mated number of eligible households. In table 2.2, the likelihood of par-
ticipation was derived from a mathematical model (logistic regression)
that predicts the increase in the likelihood of participation associated
with a one unit increase in the value of the response for each household
category.’ For example, the model predicted the increase in the likeli-
hood (that is, the odds) of participation in the Food Stamp program
associated with a one unit increase in the number of children in the
household.

'Food Stamp program participation is typically reported on a monthly basis; no data are collected for
the number of eligible households or individuals. Since the participation rate for households is the
number of participating households divided by the number of eligible housecholds, calculating partici-
pation rates requires an estimate of the number of households (or individuals) participating in the
Food Stamp program and an estimate of the number of households (or individuals) eligible to partici-
pate. In our caleulations, we derived the number of participating households from the PSID respon-
dents’ answers to the question of whether they participated in the Food Stamp program over the
previous year, not from FNS administrative data. Because the data in PSID are all reported on a
yearly basis, we had to estimate eligibility by multiplying monthly administrative eligibility stan-
dards (such as income levels) by 12, to assure data comparability.

“See appendix II for a description of the logistic regression maodel.
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Chapter 2
Participation in the Food Stamp Program

the Food Stamp program, and all these associations were statistically
significant.”

The findings in tables 2.1 and 2.2 were generally consistent with our
expectations, based on information from previous reports and from
experts in this area. First and foremost, participation in other welfare
programs had the strongest association with Food Stamp program par-
ticipation: 87 of every 100 households already in some other welfare
program participated in the Food Stamp program. The program that
households in this category participated in most often was Aid to Fami-
lies with Dependent Children (AFDC). Historically, studies have found a
high correlation between participation in the Food Stamp and AFDC pro-
grams. This correlation was confirmed by our results.

The relationship between ssi participation and Food Stamp program par-
ticipation was also quite strong, with 62 out of every 100 households
that receive $sI also participating in the Food Stamp program.

The elderly and those receiving Social Security benefits, when they were
eligible, participated in the Food Stamp program at fairly low rates com-
pared to those of many other categories in table 2.1. This was certainly
not a surprising result. Previous studies have cited evidence that elderly
individuals generally tend to participate in the Food Stamp program and
other welfare programs much less frequently than the nonelderly.

When we examined the probability of participation for different house-
hold compositions, we found that in three categories of households—
those headed by single males, by single females, and by widowed,
divorced, or separated individuals—the participation of nonwhites was
greater than that for whites. The highest probability of participation for
a specific household composition was that for nonwhite single females.
(See table 2.1.)

Among the different household groups, the categories with the lowest
probability of participation were single men, both white and nonwhite.
Historically, single men have not had high participation rates in the
Food Stamp program. Our results confirmed this finding.

“Chi-square tests were used to test the significance of crosstabulated variables such as program par-
ticipation (yes or no) and household recipient of other welfare benefits (yes or no). All statistical tests

were performed using the standard chi-square statistic with a design effect of 2.0 to take into aceount
the nensimple random sample design of PSID.
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Chapter 3

Reasons for Nonparticipation

There are many reasons why food-stamp-eligible households do not
receive benefits. These reasons are the central focus of this chapter. But
before we study those reasons, it is important to understand how PSID
elicited responses from survey respondents. PSID first queried the heads
of households on whether they were Food Stamp program participants.
Nonparticipant respondents were then asked if they thought their
households were eligible for Food Stamp benefits. About forty-nine per-
cent of the nonparticipants responded that they thought they were eligi-
ble for benefits and 50.7 percent that they were ineligible.
Nonparticipants who believed they were ineligible were asked why they
thought they were ineligible. Nonparticipants who thought they were or
might be eligible were asked whether they had tried to get food stamps
and, if so, why they had not received benefits.

Table 3.1 segments the reasons cited by food-stamp-eligible but nonpar-
ticipating households into three major categories of response:

An expressed lack of desire for food stamps. This category is composed
of eligible households that said they did not need food stamp benefits or
said that their personal attitude about receiving welfare benefits pre-
vented them from participating in the program.

Lack of, or incorrect, information about the Food Stamp program. This
category is composed of eligible households that thought their income or
assets were too high to make them eligible for benefits, those who
thought they were ineligible for some reason other than income or
assets, or those who did not know how to apply for benefits.

Perceived, or actual, access or program problems—that is, problems
with access to the Food Stamp program or with the administration of
the program. This category is composed of eligible households that cited
negative perceptions about program administration, experienced admin-
istrative “hassles,” were told they were ineligible by welfare officials, or
perceived they had or actually had experienced physical access prob-
lems while attempting to secure benefits,
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Reasons Cited for Not
Participating in the

Food Stamp Program,
by Type of Household

Chapter 3
Reasons for Nonparticipation

As we did in chapter 2 in our discussion of the different participation
rates of different types of households, we examined the reasons for non-
participation in the Food Stamp program according to type of
household.

Tables 3.2 and 3.3 indicate the proportion of households that cited par-
ticular reasons for nonparticipation. These tables present the main rea-
sons for nonparticipation reported by selected categories of households.
The probabilities presented in table 3.2 were derived by dividing the
weighted frequency of each response as to reason for nonparticipa-
tion—Tfor example, program or access problems—by the weighted
number of all respondents in each household category—{for example,
households receiving other welfare benefits. Table 3.2 lists the most fre-
quently reported reason for nonparticipation for each household cate-
gory and the probability of that reason being cited. For example, in table
3.2, 47 out of every 100 food-stamp-eligible and nonparticipating house-
holds that received other welfare benefits cited program or access prob-
lems as their primary reason for not receiving food stamps.

Table 3.3 presents the likelihood of participation in the Food Stamp pro-
gram for the same three household categories as were presented in table
2.2 (that is, income, education, and number of children}. Similarly to
table 2.2, table 3.3 presents the increase in the likelihood of citing a rea-
son for nonparticipation—for example, program or access problems—
associated with a unit increase in the household characteristic being
considered—for example, the number of children. We used multinomial
logistic regression to estimate the values presented in table 3.3.!

LSee appendix 11 for a discussion of multinomial logistic regression.
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Chapter 3
Reasons for Nonparticipation

Lack of Desire for Benefits

The highest probability of a lack of desire for Food Stamp benefits being
reported as the main reason for not receiving food stamps was associ-
ated with households receiving Social Security benefits, those containing
elderly eligibles, and all groups of white households that contained cur-
rently or formerly married individuals. (See table 3.2.) The likelihood of
a lack of desire for benefits being cited was also related to the education
level of the head of the household. That is, with each increase in the
head of the household’s education level, there was a concomitant
increase in the likelihood of a lack of desire for benefits being reported.
(See table 3.3.)

Lack of Information

The groups most likely to cite a lack of information about the Food
Stamp program as their predominant reason for nonparticipation
included most categories of households headed by single individuals—
that is, households headed by white single men and women and those
households headed by nonwhite single females. (See table 3.2.)

Program or Access
Problems

As indicated in table 3.2, the groups most likely to report problems (real
or perceived) with the Food Stamp program or access problems as their
major reason for nonparticipation were households that also partici-
pated in ssi or other welfare programs; households headed by nonwhite
widowed, divorced, or separated individuals; nonwhite single males; and
households containing nonwhite married couples, Further, as indicated
in table 3.3, as the number of children or the amount of income
increases, households become increasingly likely to consider program or
aceess problems as the main reason for nonparticipation.

Except for households headed by single females, nonwhite households
were more likely to report program or access problems as their predomi-
nant. reason for not participating in the Food Stamp program than were
white households.

As a group, those participating in other welfare programs {(ssI and
others) were more likely than other groups to cite program or access
problems as their predominant reason for not participating in the Food
Stamp program. It should be noted, however, that this group had high
rates of participation. Substantial increases in the participation rates of
these groups is unlikely, even if program or access problenms were mini-
mized, since some of these groups already have high participation rates.
(See chapter 2.)
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Chapter 4

Summary, Recommendation, and Agency
Comments and Our Response

Summary

Participation

First and foremost, participation in other welfare programs or the Sup-
plemental Security Income (SSI) program was the dominant household
characteristic associated with Food Stamp program participation. The
participation rate of households headed by a nonwhite single female
was also high relative to other households. As the number of children in
the household increased, there was a sizeable corresponding increase in
the likelihood of participation in the Food Stamp program by these
households. Households that were associated with low Food Stamp pro-
gram participation included elderly households, households receiving
Social Security bencfits, and households headed by single men.

Reasons for
Nonparticipation

We grouped the reasons that eligible but nonparticipating households
reported for not participating in the Food Stamp program into three cat-
egories: (1) a perceived lack of desire for benefits (38.2 percent of the
households), (2) a lack of information about the Food Stamp program
(36.8 percent of the households), and (3) problems with the program or
access to it (25.0 percent of the households).

Households that cited a lack of desire for benefits as the predominant
reason for nonparticipation were those in which the head of the house-
hold was elderly, those receiving Social Security benefits, and white
households in which the head of the household currently was or for-
merly had been married. The level of education was also related to a
lack of desire for benefits. As the level of education increased, house-
holds were more likely to report a lack of desire for benefits as their
predominant reason for not receiving food stamps.

We found that 36.8 percent of the eligible but not participating house-
holds represented in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (psSID) sample
reported a lack of information about the program as their principal rea-
son for nonparticipation. Households headed by single individuals gen-
erally cited a lack of information about the Food Stamp program as their
predominant reason for nonparticipation.

Program and access problems was the least often reported category of
reasons for nonparticipation in the Food Stamp program (25.0 percent).
Nonetheless, that category included one quarter of the eligible nonpar-
ticipants. Groups most frequently citing this reason for nonparticipation
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Recommendation to
the Secretary of
Agriculture

Agency Comments and
Our Response

Chapter 4
Summary, Recommendation, and Agency
Comments and Qur Response

In view of the fact that outreach efforts may be resumed under the Hun-
ger Prevention Act, we recommend that the Secretary of Agriculture
direct the Administrator of the Food and Nutrition Service to encourage
the states to target outreach to those groups that would most benefit
from it and to tailor the type of outreach to the needs and characteris-
tics of those specific groups. Effective targeting and tailoring of out-
reach efforts should maximize the returns on investments in outreach
by the states and the federal government.

The Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service (¢FnS) fully
agreed with our recommendation to the Secretary of Agriculture but
had, in our estimation, one major and several minor concerns with our
report. We will address the major point here and will address the others
in appendix I.

This is the third in a series of reports that we have produced using the
PsID data base. In this report, as in the other two, the Department of
Agriculture took exception to our use of the psID data base. Agriculture
believes that PSID overestimates the extent of nonparticipation in the
Food Stamp program. Agriculture also believes that psID underreports
income and program participation and further believes that underre-
porting of income results in overestimating eligibility. That combination
of underreporting of participation and overestimation of eligibility
results, according to Agriculture, in our overestimating the nonpartici-
pation rate (arrived at by dividing participants by eligibles).

Our response to these comments remains the same as our earlier
response to similar Department of Agriculture comments to our first two
reports in this series. We continue to have a fundamental difference
with Agriculture on the validity and usefulness of the psiD data for our
purposes. While the focus of this and earlier reports is on the reasons
for nonparticipation in the Food Stamp program, Agriculture’s major
objection is focused on our estimates of participation rates. We con-
tracted with the University of Michigan to collect data on reasons for
nonparticipation in the Food Stamp program using the psID data base,
since only that survey had previously collected information from heads
of households about why they did not participate in the Food Stamp
program. This is the primary reason why we selected and used these
data.
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Chapter 4
Summary, Recormumendation, and Agency
Comments and Our Response

Sample)”, as was done by Agriculture.’ In selecting the Psip data base for
our study, we selected the only national data base that permits estima-
tion of participation rates from one source, and that reports reasons for
nonparticipation.

Agriculture alse cites an estimate of program participation in the recent
CBO report as evidence that the figures in our report are incorrect. How-
ever, CBO produces two different estimates. By combining Sipp and the
Department of Agriculture’s Quality Control data, CBo arrives at a par-
ticipation rate of 58 percent. However, using only SIPP data, CBO esti-
mates a 41 percent participation rate. As mentioned earlier, CBO
considers the estimate produced solely from SIPP data to be the more
accurate of the two. They conclude that the best estimate of what per-
cent of the eligible population participates in the Food Stamp program
may lie between 41 and 58 percent. Our estimate of 43.8 percent for
households falls within the CBO range, while the Department of Agricul-
ture’s figure of 60 percent is outside that range. The participation rate
we estimated from the prsiD data is also very close to that historically
reported in the literature.t

In the final analysis, regardless of which estimate is used, the fact
remains that there is a sizeable number of households eligible for Food
Stamp benefits who do not receive them. That is why using PSID to
examine the reasons for nonparticipation is so critical.

“CRO, The Food Stamp Program: Eligibility and Participation (Washington, D.C.: November 1988), p.
vi

1See Food Stamps: Examination of Program Data and Analysis of Nonparticipation, GAQ/
PEMD-88"2T (Washington, D July 5, 19887,
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Appendix I
Comments From the Department
of Agriculture

M5, F.eanor Chelimsky 2

The report also fails to address the consequences of these limitatiorns for the
analysis. Given the rough approximation of eligibility and the severe
proclans of underreported incare and program participation, there is a
redsonably high probability that same of those thought to be eligible were, in
fact, ineligible; amd s@e of Lhose thought o be nonparticipants were in
fact, participating. Sucn musc.sssifications can easily distort the
Titerpretation of reasons given {or nenparticipation.

See comment 1. Finally, the report s = zeswal In iis presentation of fimdings., The GR0
falls to report isportant deta:is on the statistical models used 1n its
analyses. These are essenticl in interpreting the results, In addition, the
language used to describe the demographic characteristics of the nonpartici-
pating households throughout the report changes too often. At sane points GAO
ascrives characteristics (elderly, receipt of social security incane,
"singie") to the household nead and at others to the total household or at
east ane household member. Similarly it appears that the group described as
"households headed by singles" noludes single working age adults, single
elderly persons ilving alone, and never married nothers with children (while
exciuding widowed, divorced, c¢r separated mothers with children). This is
extremely confusing and particularly problematic if the conclusions drawn have
The potential for naping nat lona. pclicy.

Despite our concermn about the quality of this work we agree, in principle,
with the recamrerdation that FNS should encourage States to target and tailor
their program informational activities (outreach) to those groups which would
benefit most. We encourage States and localities to undertake needs
assesgments and consider the tailoring of these activities before camitting
“urds to additiomal program informational activities., Information on any
subgroups targeted arnd the nethods of disseminating program information will
pe pravided to FNS as a part of the annual budget planning process.

Thank you for giving us the opportunity to camment on this report. Additional
cpecific caments are enclosed which we hope you will consider In preparing
the report for wider distriburion. Shouid you have any questions, please do
not hesitate to contact ry =taff,

Eincerely,

G. S5COoTT o
ACting Administrator

Inciosure
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Appendix 1
Comments From the Department
of Agriculture
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- n pace 11 ¢f the draft repot:  "2s rousehpld incame rises it
approcaches the level ¢t which the hoesehold is no longer eligible
for benefits. The closer the rocsennld coves to that imit, the
mare likely the head of the hocsehold is to bellere, either
correctly or imcorrectly, that the nousenold 1s no lonoer elicible
for penefitz.”

It isn't clear from the repcrt if this is a result of the analysis
{i,e., tabulaticns showing the {reguency of perceived ineligibilicy
increases with ircamwe), or if this is speculation. Just as 1lkely a
reazson is that participation declines because perceived need for
assistance declines. In addition, given the inprecision of the
eligibility estimation ad the extent of incare underreporting in
the survey, the roxdel mey be picking up spurious results from truly
ineligible hauseholis.

~- On page 21 of the draft repart: “Single individuzls in all
likelihocd are much younger than the population of respondents Lo
the PSID in general and, thus, may be naw to the sorial serting armd
not particularly well lirnked to the information systen.”

Single imividuals mey not be 21l that yvoung sirce many single
elderly persais are eligible far and receive food stanp benefits,
Rather than speculating about the average age of singles, GAD has
the cata to calculate their age. In addition, it is unclear how
GAD is defining the term "singles." A cammon interpretacion is
single individuzls, i.e., persons whe live 2lone. However, the
Graft repcrt repeatecly refers to "nousenolds headed by singles!
(pages iii, iv, v, vi, 12, 20, 21, 25, 27, 29) leaving ambdigucus
whether or not other persmms-—-especially dependent children of
never-merried mothers—-are rresent in the hozsenold. If sc, this
group includes a rather oad mixture of single, working-age adults;
single elderly living alone; amd never—-mexried single mothers with
children. Wwidowed, civorced, and separated mothers (and fathers)
with children are inciuded in still another category. I is not
immediately clezar mow cutreach could be targeted effectively to such
a mixed group.

- Cn page 22 ¢ th
eccess problars

et "This high response o procram/
: ¥ o o

e e =4
e, T

[ —_—

gocunmentation for each cnild, thus increasing the absclute amount cf
papErworK reguired.  Also, It is likely that severazl sessions may be
necessary bafore &1l rthe reguired dccumentation ls provided arnd that
the length & sessions will increase as the nurber of children for
whom docunentaricn i reqcired increases.”
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Appendix [
Comments From the Department
of Agriculture

Now pages 9 and 10.

See comment 8.

Now page 12

See comment 9

Now page 13.

See comment 10.

Now page 15

See comment 11.

Now page 16.

See camment 12.

o]

The analysis actually usec an anrualized value for the incare limits by
multiplying the FSP monthly limits by 12. A= noted above, the use of
annua]l incane is &n insccurete oy for the rules aotually used by the
Food Stamp Proxrar.
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GAO Comments

Appendix 1
Comments From the Department
of Agriculture

The following are Gao’s comments on the Department of Agriculture’s
letter dated June 1989.

1. We disagree with the comment of the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS)
that we were too casual in presenting our findings. First, concerning the
lack of details on the statistical models, we provide an overview of our
methodology in chapter 1 and reference appendix 1I, which provides
additional details on how we chose the variables to include in our analy-
ses and how we analyzed the data from psip. However, as indicated by
FNS, we did not provide further details on our calculations of probabili-
ties of participation and reasons for nonparticipation. Based on FxS's
comment, we have now included a discussion of this modeling in appen-
dix II.

Second, to clarify our use of the term “head of the household,” we have
defined this term more carefully in chapter 1. In all cases, the respon-
dent for the household was the person identified as “‘the head of the
household.” Some questions, however, did arise about characteristics of
other household members. For example, a household is defined as eld-
erly if any member of the household is aged 60 or older.

2. We responded to the issue of underreporting on pages 23 and 24 of
the text. However, although FNs takes issue with our use of PSID annual
income information to estimate eligibility (on the grounds that there
may be sizeable income changes occurring in households over the course
of the year), we stand by our method. While income levels of PSID sample
households may change during the course of the year, they would have
to change enough to move the household’s annual income above 12 times
the monthly eligibility level. This is unlikely since most of the house-
holds in cur sample reported rather stable incomes over the year, and
those with major variations—such as those caused by changes in the
head of the household—were excluded from our calculations. We agree
with FNS that information about household deductible expenses is
extremely limited and assets are not reported in pSIp. We would only
point out that this same limitation exists for the sipp data base that is
used extensively by the Department of Agriculture.

3. In our discussions with CBo analysts and review of their data, we
ascertained that their estimates for participation (and nonparticipation)
were very similar to ours when they used only sipp data. (See page 25 of
the text.) However, when they combined Department of Agriculture
quality control data (to estimate the number of participants) and sipp
data (to estimate the number of eligibles), the CBO estimates diverged

Page 33 GAO/PEMD-90-8 Food Stamp Program Participation and Nonparticipation



Appendix 1
Comments From the Department
of Agriculture

10. Our statement should have read that single men have historically
participated in the Food Stamp program at low rates. This statement has
been corrected in the text.

11. The lead-in is our categorization, which we feel adequately describes
the responses that follow.

12. Neither NS nor we know exactly how many of those applying for
benefits who were told they were ineligible for the program were actu-
ally eligible. We discussed this problem several times with Fns officials,
and we agreed each time that some of the applicants were probably eli-
gible and others not.

13. We made the change on the basis of FNS's comment.

14. The base used in table 3.2 is clearly stated and thus not misleading.
Our base is those households estimated as eligible for food stamps but
not receiving them, not those eligible for food stamps and receiving
them.

15. Additional explanation has been added to the text of this report to
enable the reader to understand this table better.

16. Details of this model have been added to appendix II.

17. Our bibliography cites ten—rather than two—other GAO reports and
cites six Department of Agriculture reports. The final cBO study on Food
Stamp program eligibility and participation is also cited in our bibliogra-
phy. Again, since the focus of our report is on reasons for nonparticipa-
tion in the Food Stamp program—rather than on participation rates—
we do not believe that further discussion of either the Department of
Agriculture or CBO estimates is warranted.
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participation or reasons for nonparticipation.® Using the prior research
as a guide, we identified variables in the psiD data base that would likely
be related to our dependent variables.

Based on prior research, we selected the following household character-
istics for our analysis:

recipient of other welfare benefits, coded O for household receiving no
public assistance, welfare, or AFDC, and coded 1 for household receiving
either A¥DC or other public welfare (24 percent of our sample of eligible
households received public welfare or AFDC);

recipient of Supplemental Security Income benefits, coded 0 for not
receiving Supplemental Security Income benefits and coded 1 otherwise
{16 percent of our sample of eligible households received ss1);

recipient of Social Security benefits, coded 0 for households not receiv-
ing Social Security benefits and coded 1 otherwise (36 percent. of our
sample of eligible households received Social Security benefits);

age, coded 0 (nonelderly) tor no household member over 60 years of age
and coded 1 (elderly) for households with at least one member over 60
(64 percent of our sample of eligible households was nonelderly);
marital status and gender (a cluster of three binary variables), the first
variable coded 1 for single males and coded 0 otherwise; the second
coded 1 for single females and coded 0 otherwise; the third coded 1 for
either widowed, divorced, or separated households and coded 0 other-
wise—with the category coded all zeroes used for married couples (our
sample of eligible houscholds included 9 percent single males, 15 percent
single females, 26 percent widows or widowers, 19 percent divorced per-
sons, 8 percent separated persons, and 23 percent married couples);
race, coded 0 for whites and coded 1 for nonwhites (our sample of eligi-
ble households included 36 percent nonwhites);

number of children, the number of children in the household being a
continuous variable (42 percent of our sample had at least one child in
the household);

Income, a continuous variable coded as dollars per year (the average
household income for the eligible household was approximately $6,000);
education, a continuous variable coded with maximum years of school-
ing for either the head of the household or the spouse (the average edu-
cation attained by our sample of eligible households was approximately
the eighth grade).

These 19 factors are age. education, ethnicity, marital status, location, houschold size, race, sex,
employment, food expenditures, income, public assistance, value of food stamps, attitude, informa-
tion, transportation, health. mobility, and socioeconomic status, How we defined variables relative to
households will be explained later in this appendix.
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about the program, and program or access problems. Multinomial logis-
tic regression may be viewed as the simultaneous estimation of the
effects of the independent variables on specific comparisons of reasons
for nonparticipation.

For examaple, consider the dichotomous variable participation status.
The probability of participation—which is the weighted number of eligi-
ble participating households divided by the sum of the weighted number
of eligible participating households and eligible households that do not
participate in the program—may be expressed as a logistic function. In
the logistic function, the probability of the dependent variable, in this
case participation, is expressed as a function of one or more continuous
independent variables, such as number of children in the household. The
actual model for the probability of participation can be expressed as

probability of _ a+bx+..bx
participation ¢ |4(atbx+.b

X,)

il

where x, = the independent variable,

a = the intercept or constant term, and

b, = the estimate of the effect due to the independent vari-
able

e = natural logarithm

Rather than express the probability of participation, we can express the
odds of participation, which would be the number of eligible participat-
ing households divided by the number of eligible nonparticipating
households. This yields the following equation:

robability of participati
odds of participation = pro y pa 101p.a. 1011. -
1 - probability of participation

By taking the natural logarithm of both sides of the equation, we can
now express the logarithm of the odds of participation (known as the
logit) as a linear function of the independent variables. The logarithm of
the odds then takes the familiar additive form comprised of an effect
due to the weighted sum of the independent variables—such as the
number of children—and an intercept. That is,

logarithm (odds of participation) = a+bx+..b x,
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Overall Reasons Why Households Did Not
Participate in the Food Stamp Program in 1986

Noenparticipants
729
[ ] |
Bid Not Think They Thought They Were
Were Eligible for or Might Be
Stamps Eligible
338 386
|
[ 1
Tried 1o Did Not Try
Believed They Were Not Eligible Get Stamps to Get Stamps
96
Number ot 290
Reason Respondents
Told by Welfare
Officials They Were .
ineligible 37 Tried But Didn't Didn't
Get Them Try
Personal Belief
That Income Or Reason
Assets Too High 137
Declared ineligible
Didn't Need Them 51 60 by Welfare Officials 9
Personal Attitude 11 18 Administrative "Hassle” S7
i A Specific Belief 0 Physical Access Problem 17
That Some Program
Requirement Other Not Worth It (Didn't Get
Than Income , Asset, Them); Bonus Value Tco
Or Work Test Was 7 Low {Didn't Try) 0
Not Fulfilled 47
2 Didn't Need Them 63
Job Related 1§
2 Personal Attitude 35
Didn't Know
Anything About Didn't Know How to
Requirements 0 Go About It 12
for Eligibility &
0 Just Never Bothered 39
Other, Don't Know 30
Other, Den't Know,
5 Not Available 18

Source: GAO analysis
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The odds of participation, calculated through logistic regression, can be
used to generate the probability of participation as the following
equation:

_ odds of participation
1 + odds of participation

probability of participation

For instance, the coefficient for the logistic regression model—incorpo-
rating 1 = participation as the dependent variable and the number of
children as the independent variable—was .511086. By taking the
inverse of the natural logarithm (e) to the .511086 power, the result is
1.67. Thus, for each additional child, there is a 67-percent increase in
the odds of participating in the Food Stamp program. (See table 2.2.)

For table 3.3, two coefficients are estimated for each independent varia-
ble. For instance, the coefficient that estimates the difference between
citing program or access problems and a lack of need for benefits as the
number of children increases was .370142. By taking the inverse of the
natural logarithm of this number, the result is 1.448, or an almost 50-
percent increase in the odds of citing program or access problems rather
than a lack of need for benefits. Similarly, the coefficient of contrasting
a lack of knowledge and a lack of need for benefits was .0644295, result-
ing in a 6-percent increase in the likelihood of citing a lack of informa-
tion as the number of children increases. (See table 3.3.)
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Analyses of the
Dependent Variables

Analysis of the
Association Between
Dependent Variables
and Discrete
Independent Variables

Analysis of the
Association Between
Dependent Variables
and Continuous
Independent Variables

We performed three kinds of analyses. First, we estimated the propor-
tion of eligible households participating in the Food Stamp program and
the proportion giving one of three reasons for nonparticipation. Second,
we estimated the degree of association between the dependent variables
(participation status and reason for nonparticipation) and discrete
household characteristics. Third, we estimated the degree of association
between the dependent variables and continuous household
characteristics.

The proportion of eligible households participating in the Food Stamp
program was estimated simply by dividing the weighted number of par-
ticipating households in the rsiD sample by the weighted number of eligi-
ble households. The proportion of households citing various reasons for
not participating in the program was estimated in the same way.

The associations between participation status and discrete independent
variables (tables 2.1) werc expressed as the probability that a given cat-
egory of household would participate in the program. The probability of
participation was estimated as the weighted number of participants in a
given category divided by the weighted total number of households in
the category. The associations between reasons for nonparticipation and
the discrete independent variables (table 3.2) were estimated in a simi-
lar way.

The type of statistical analysis commonly used to examine the associa-
tion between dependent variables and independent variables is termed
the generalized lincar model.! The specific kind of model that is most
appropriate depends on the type of variables used. Logistic regression
analysis is appropriate when the dependent variable is discrete.

We used the logistic regression model to estimate the effects of the
number of children. years of schooling, and income on household partici-
pation in the Food Stamp program. We also used multinomial logistic
regression to estimate the effect of number of children, years of school-
ing, and income on the odds of citing one of the three specific reasons
for nonparticipation-—lack of desire for benefits, lack of information

A dependent variable 15 one whose value the model is attempting to predict (for example, reasons
for nonpartcipation). An independent. variable is one whose values are known and are used to predict
the value of the dependent » ariable, Examples of independent. variables are the number of children,

income, and education
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The PSID Sample

Variables

The Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) is a longitudinal survey of a
nationally representative sample of families conducted by the Survey
Research Center of the University of Michigan. Since 1968, pSID has been
a source of information on a nationally representative sample of fami-
lies on such broad issues as sources of family income, food expenditures,
and work hours, and on more limited topics such as nonparticipation in
the Food Stamp program.!

Variables can be either continuous or discrete, and the type determines
the appropriate analysis method. With continuous variables, the differ-
ence between any two values can be expressed numerically, but with
discrete variables the difference cannot be so expressed. Annual income
{expressed in dollars per year) and educational level (expressed as years
of schooling attained) are examples of continuous variables. Race
(expressed as either white or nonwhite) and sex (expressed as male or
female) are examples of discrete variables. Note that a continuous varia-
ble (for example, age expressed in years) may sometimes be recast as a
discrete one (for example, age expressed as elderly or nonelderly” ).

We examined two phenomena—whether households participate in the
Food Stamp program, and why they may not—by analyzing data from
the 1987 psID. Two dependent variables were used:

participation status, which was coded 0 for a household that did not
participate in the Food Stamp program and coded 1 for a participating
household; and

reasons for nonparticipation, which confrasted actual or perceived prob-
lems with access and lack of information about the program, with lack
of need for program benefits.

For candidate-independent variables, we turned to our July 1988 report,
in which we synthesized studies on participation and reasons for non-
participation. These studies considered 19 household characteristics
that various researchers had hypothesized as being related to program

'PSID has been supported by various federal agencies, including the Food and Nutrition Service
(FNS) of the Department of Agriculture, which administers the Food Stamp program.

“The Food Stamp programn defines an elderly household as a household with a2 member who is at least
60 years of age.
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from our estimates. Combining data from these two different data bases,
each of which has limitations, naturally compounded their shortcom-
ings. Further, our estimate of current participation matched fairly
closely the consensus of estimates available in the literature, as we
pointed out in our first report in this series.!

4. In the draft report reviewed by the Department of Agriculture, we
attempted to provide some plausible explanations for many of the statis-
tical findings. However, on the basis of Agriculture’s comments, we
agreed that some of our attempts at explanations were somewhat specu-
lative, and therefore we have eliminated these attempts at explanation
throughout the text of the final report.

5. ¥ns does not believe that food-stamp-eligible and nonparticipating
recipients ot Supplemental Security Income and/or other welfare bene-
fits should have a high probability of reporting program or access prob-
lems as their primary reason for not participating in the program.
Nevertheless, as indicated in table 3.2, the relationship is statistically
significant and nontrivial in strength.

6. Our primary objective in this series of studies was to identify the rea-
sons why some households eligible for food stamps fail to participate in
the program. We achieved that objective and further delineated the spe-
cific reasons for nonparticipation that were most likely to be reported
by various subgroups of participants. We did not focus on methods of
outreach or techniques to tailor outreach to various subgroups. How-
ever, should the Department of Agriculture need our assistance in
designing outreach for their program, we would be happy to offer our
technical assistance.

7. Information on the number of cases for each response for table 3.1
has been included as appendix III.

8. We have adopted rns’s suggested wording.

9. Additional details on our method have been added to appendix I, and
we have slightly expanded the discussion in the text.

'See Food Stamps: Examination of Program Data and Analysis of Nonparticipation, GAQ/
PEMD-88-21 (Washington. D.C.; July 1988).
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Now page 17.

See comment 13,

Now page 18.

See comment 14.

Now page 18.

See comment 15.

Now appendix i, beginning
on page 36.

See comment 16.

Now page 42.

See comment 17.

-—  The "Total® and footnote to this table indicste the table reflects
responses given by all eligible nonparticipents with adjustments
made to the percertages to account for niscing data arnd responses
such as "don't know".  The cwrent placenent of responses presented
i e Decenber 1868 CAU remxat thet were "juo r1elated” ard
indicated the household "never bothered Lo apply” s not clear,

rage 17: In the last sentence of the second paracraph under “"Reasons
Cited by Eligible Households for lot Farticirating in the Frogram" the
words “that received other welfare lenefits” shouwld le inserted betweet:
the words "households" and "reporo”.

pege 18: Table 3.2: The rrobability of & Food Stamp Elicible But

Predaninant Reason

The figures cited in thic table are, to sume extent, misieading. For
example, the table shows 47 percent of the eligible nonparticipants
receiving other welfare benefits cite proagran/access problens. Larlier,
however, the report notes tlat E7 percent of 21l those receiving other
welfare benefits also receive food stamps. Thus, of all those receiving
other welfare, only 6 percent .47 x (1 -.87) = .06] report amy
difficelcy with proorvan acoeac.

rage 18: Table 3.3: Tne Predaominant Reascn for Nonparticipation Cited
By Food Stamp Eligible Nenparticipants by the Mumoer of Children, Incame,
and pducation

This table is inadequately described in the draft report, and as 2 result
is uninterpretéble, What dees it nean to identify & predaminant reason
for nonparticipation for incrementel changes in a variable? Is it the
reason that is c¢hanging rost, or the reason that is cited most?

Eppendis I: Varizbles Ceonsidered in GAO's Pnalveis

No formal model s presentad in the draft report, although the tone and
presentation of this appenldix suggests that cne was develcped.

Rppendix II: Elbiiocropi

reierences in ivs kibliography, vet onmly cites

stings 1s unciesr. Tre bibliography does include reports by USDA
argi (BO thaet estirated eX:aibility end particiretion retes using SIFED,
much petter Gata bese for simulating participstion rates than the EIR.
The lack of amy reference to these reports and a discuscsion of the
tifference in thelir i Ve To wWialt 1s presented from the ©EID
ig g grove gnission ln O,

=3

res relat

S |
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See comment 5.

Now pages 4, 18, and 19.

Now page 4.

See comment 6.

Now page 8.

See comment 7.

rer children the primary docuentation tybically consists of sone
rroof of thelr sge ard either their Social Security nurber or an
application for me. It is not irnedistely clear how such
requirenents couls Lnoreese the nunber ard lernctl of interviews or
visits to the office. This section also seems to contradict the
earlier assertion that each child incieases the prabability of
participetion by (7 1srcent.

o) The draft report repestedly cites and uncritically accepts reported
access prablems for households with Supplerental Security Incane (ESI) or
other welfere benefite {feges v, 9, 21, Z2). Tmis finding is actually
quite puzzling. wWhy would cuch households have casier access to Social
Security or welfare offices thap to fd stang offices? FSF regulations
require States to arranve for the lacel Soclsl Security office to
camplete and £orward food stanp applications or out-station State food
stanp eligibility workers vo accept applicstions. In either case, S€1
bouzehol ds can apply for food stanps without making a separate trip to
the food stamp office. FSP recularions also require States to conGuct a
single interview at initvial application for both public asuistence aid
food stanp purposes.  In nost areas, the welfare and food stamp of{ices
are located together. The relatively high rearticipation rates cited by
Ga0 {62 percent for $SI and 67 percent for otber welfare households)
belie the arcument thét access s difficult for these croups. These
rates rather offer testizuny *0 the effectiveness of the joint procecssing
provisions to rneke program berefits nore accessible to these in the
wel fare system.

Specific Remarks

o} page vi: "although the exact mix of nonperticipent and ressons for
nonparticipetion will very fram locale to lccaje, GAQ fourd that at a
national level the groups logically to be nost likely to be influenced by
effective cutreach are households thet lack information about the
program, that is, househclds headed by single individuals (white meles
ard ferales and nomwhite females)."

bs moted earlier, the defimition of "households headed by single
ingividuals" is extremely anbiguous., It is not clezr-—-and the drait
does not offer any insights-—-how "elfective cutreach" nignt ie
=G to such a diverze group of single working-age adults, single
eloerly persons living zlone, and never-rerried nethers with children.
Sere further elabore the chavacteristics of effective cutreach

WAlG D

o) pege 3: Infarmsticn couct the mober of casen used ‘n the analyses

Wie would also like to see informmation on the
veed for cach category repoarted in the tables

Second, GAD ‘ndlcatos st it "emcluded househclds Wwhcse incame exceeded

el Of Cuo Incore reftls (food stanp grees and net incone threshold
isted for housshold = ze) or whose &
{elderly or nonelderly] exceeded asset

3 bheced on Lype of househacld

[=1¢]

JUPT!
IIts,

Y

(7]
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See comment 2

See comment 3,

COEZITE O IRAFT GAD REPORT:

OO0 STAMP PROGREM: A DELOGRAPIC ANRLYSIS OF
FARTICIFATION RD IOIPARTICIPATION

MEY 1989
General Pemervs
fo} The discussion of the Panel Study of Incare Dynamdcs (FSID), its

relevance far estimating eligibility Zcr Food Starp Frogram (PSP
benefits, and the analytic procedures for performing the eligibility
estimation does not adeguately corvey the camplexity of this aneslysis and
its implications for the results. In addition to problens of incane and
program participation unaerreporting, the PSID is limited in several ways
that restrict its usefulness for estimeting FSP eliginility:

-- T™e PSID collects infarmation on annual incame, while program
eligibility uses monthly incane. The low-incame population
evperiences sizable changes in incame over the course of the year
that are not caprtured by the annual measure available in the PSID,

Yooration on deductible expenses is extremely limited: the eammed
incane deduction must De arproximated a&s a percentage of annual
ezrnings; infamation on medical expenses is not collected at all;
and only annual rather than monthly shelter expenses are reported.

--  2sset holédings are not rexrted at &ll, reguiring & rouch
spoxiretion based on reparted asset incame (the most seriocusly
underrepcrted incame source in household surveys). The asset value
of vehicles is ilgncmed camletely.

o The draft report overstates the extent of nonparticipation by relving
salely on the PSID, 3Zoth the Congressicnal Budget Gffice (B0} L 2nd the
T.S. Department of Agricuiture (USDR)Z recently reperted substantially
nigher participation rates using the Survey of Incare and Program

inetion (5IPP)--a data base much better suirted to analvsis of

ity for the F5F-amd adjusting for underreporting of program

i GAO's corclusions that less than half of 21l eligible

is largely & reflection of the limita:ions

Thne camparabilicy of this estimate to

soeaks to the absence of suitable data

g Fod Stamp Progran: Tligibility and
November 1988,

Hewaniria,
T Agriculoere, 19EC.
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Note: GAO comments
supplementing those in the
report text appear at the
end of this appendix.

United States Food and 3101 Park Center Drive
Department of Nutrition Alexandria, VA 22302
Agriculture Service

Ms., Eleancr Chelimsky JUN i Sﬂﬁgn

hssistant Carptroller General

Program Evaluation and
Methoaology Division

C.S. General iccounting Office

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Ms, Chelimsky:

This letter respords to the draft General Rcoounting Office {(GAO) report
entitled "Food Stamp Program: A Demographic Analysis of Participation and
Nonparticipation.” The Food and Mutrition Service (FNS) has 2 longstending
mterest in the many caplex issues swrrounding participation and reasons for
nonparticipation in the Food Stamp Program. Assuring assistance is available
to these in need is a matter of great concern to program managers and policy
officials at all levels. Because c¢f our interest in this area, we have sane
serious reservations about the analyses presented in the report.

we are particularly concerned that the report overstates the extent of
ronparticipation by relying too heavily on cata that offers conly a rough
approximation of food stamp rules. Using data better suited to estimating
eligibility, we recently fourd that 60 percent of eligible households and 66
percent of eligible individuals participate in the Food Stamp Program. 1/
Furthermore, 80 percent of the total benefits that could be paid to eligible
households are in fact provided.

Our work also indicates that a substantial number of the eligible
nonparticipants have relatively high incare and are entitled to relatively
amall benefits, About 40 percent of all eligible nonparticipant households
would receive $10 or less in monthly benefits if they participate. About 60
rercent of the eligible nonparticipant househcolds have incare above the
poverty line. Taken together, these findings indicate the program is
effective at reaching those with the createst need.

While we understand your rotivation for using the Panel Study of Incoame
Dynamics (PSID), the report fails to address or make adequate edjustments for
the survey's limitations. Like all housenold surveys, the PSID suffers from
problems of incame and program participation urderreporting. Since
eligibility for food stamps requires a camplete accounting of all cash incame
available to 2 housencld and sets limits on how much househclds may have,
underreporting of incare makes scme households lock eligible when in fact they
are not. Likewise, underreporting of Food Stamp Program participation means
tnat zame householcds that received benefirs do not report that receipt,
resulting in & count of participants that is too small. With too few reported
parcicipants ard too meny estimated eligibles, the celculatea participation
rate iparticipents divided by eligibles) is too smali.

i/ These findings are supporied by a 1988 study conducted by the Congressioral
Budget Cffice using the same data fram the Survey of Incame and Frogram
farTicipetion.
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With regard to Agriculture’s statement that we overestimated participa-
tion rates, it should be mentioned that the index of participation we esti-
mated uses in the numerator the number of persons who said they
participated in the Food Stamp program at any time during the year.
This is not an estimate for a single month, as is usually reported by the
Department of Agriculture; rather, it is a number higher than it would
be for any individual month. Thus, while there may be some income and
participation underreporting, as suspected by ¥Ns, there also may be a
participation overestimate because of the way our numerator is
estimated.

We maintain that there is no reason to believe that the reasons for non-
participation derived from our analysis were affected by the imprecision
of our estimates of nonparticipation rates that resulted from differences
inherent in the PSID data base.

Agriculture criticizes us for not using participation rate estimates pro-
duced by them and the Congressional Budget Office (¢Bo) that, Agricul-
ture states, show participation rates to be above those cited in our
report. We considered the estimates produced for the Department of
Agriculture by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., that combined the
number of participants from the Department of Agriculture’s Quality
Control data base with estimates of eligibility from the Survey of
Income and Program Participation (sipP).! By combining data from these
two sources, Agriculture arrived af a participation rate for households
of 60 percent. Further, their estimate for participation rates in the Food
Stamp program for houscholds headed by single women with children is
just over 102 percent, for households receiving AFDC benefits 134.6 per-
cent, and for households receiving other welfare 109.6 percent. Such
rates are, of course, impossible.”

Both we and ¢B0 have serious reservations about combining information
from these two disparate data bases, as recommended by Agriculture. In
fact, in its recent report, (B0 states that “the participation rate may be
more accurately estimated by using data from the same source (SIPP)
than by mixing data {rom two sources (Sipp and the Quality Control

'S, Department of Agriculture, Food Stamp Program Participation Rates (Washington, D.C.:
November 1988).

=118 Department of Agriculture, Food Stamp Program Participation Rates (Washington, D.C.
November 1988), p. vi.
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were households that were also participating in other welfare programs
(although households who received other welfare benefits tended to
participate at a far greater rate in the Food Stamp program than did
other categories of households), those receiving ssI benefits, and most
nonwhite households. Also, as the number of children in a household or
household income increased, the likelihood of program or access prob-
lems bheing cited as the predominant reason for nonparticipation in the
Food Stamp program likewise increased.

From a policy viewpoint, an informed decision on the part of an eligible
household not to participate in the program is not an issue. Lack of
information about the program, however, and at least some program
and access problems can and should be remedied. Since more than three
fifths of the eligible households gave these reasons for nonparticipa-
tion—36.8 percent gave a lack of information, and 25.0 percent gave
program or access problems as reasons for nonparticipation—it is
clearly important to address these problems. The recently enacted Hun-
ger Prevention Act of 1988 (PL-100-435) provides a means for doing so.

The act addresses the issue of reducing program and access barriers to
participation by directing that simplified application forms be used, by
encouraging additional training of certification workers to reduce the
incidence of eligible households being denied benefits, and by endorsing
other techniques designed to reduce several barriers to participation in
rural areas.

The Hunger Prevention Act also addresses the problem of lack of pro-
gram information by providing for federal support of outreach or educa-
tion efforts. The act specifically provides federal matching funds for
outreach efforts to those states wishing to conduct outreach. These out-
reach efforts are aimed at informing low-income households about food
stamp availability, eligibility requirements, application procedures, and
benefits.

Our analysis showed that, at a national level, some groups of the popu-
lation were more likely than others to lack information about the pro-
gram. Although the exact mix of nonparticipants and reasons for
nonparticipation varied from locale to locale, we found that at a national
level the groups that were be most likely to be influenced by effective
outreach were households headed by single individuals (white males
and females and nonwhite females).
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Summary

For each additional child in a household, the household was more likely
to report program or access problems than either lack of information or
a lack of desire for benefits. Our data also indicated that for every addi-
tional $1,000 in annual income, households were slightly more likely to
cite program or access prablems as their major reason for nonparticipa-
tion. {(See table 3.3.)

In sum, we found that the reasons eligible nonparticipants reported for
not participating in the Food Stamp program varied according to charac-
teristics of their households. Households headed by single individuals
had a high probability of reporting a lack of information as the principal
reason for nonparticipation. Households in other welfare programs and
most categories of nonwhite households considered program or access
problems as their main deterrent to participation in the Food Stamp pro-
gram. In addition, as the number of children or the amount of income
increased, households were more likely to perceive program require-
ments or access to the program as a problem. Groups that reported a
lack of desire for benefits included the elderly and Social Security recipi-
ents. As education levels rose, a lack of need for Food Stamp benefits
became a more likely reason for nonparticipation among eligible
households.
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Table 3.2 : The Probability of a Food-
Stamp-Eligible Household Citing a
Particular Reason for Nonparticipation
as the Predominant Reason

95-percent
confidence
Household category _Predominant reason Probability  interval®
Remplent of other welfare Program or access problems 47 + .33
benefits - S
Recipient of SSI benefits . Programﬁor access problems - 53 - ;273
Recipient of Social Security Lack of desire for benefits 43 + 1N
benefits e
E|derly Lack of desire for benefits 42 B
White o e
Snng!e males i Lackofinformaton 85  + 26
WSmgle females Lack of informatign 53 =+ 31
Widowed, divorced, or Lack of desire for benefits 46 x 12
_ separated o e
Married couples Lack of desire for beneﬁis - 44 i 7ti18
Nonwhne o
Slngle males ) Program or access problemf - 42 44
Single fe temales Lack of mformatron S 39 .36
Widowed, divorced. or Program or access problems 45 + 19
~separated B S -
Married couples Program or access problems 39 + .33

aBecause of the sampling design of PSID, househokds are selected in a random but nonequal manner.
To reflect the unegual prabability of selection, weights are assigned to each household, In order to
analyze the data properly, these weights must be taken into account All analyses are therefore based
on weighted data. To adjust for the complex sample design of PSID, we doubled all confidence intervals
compared to what they would have been if PSID had used simple random sampling to more accurately
reflect the estimated sampling errors. This 1s known as adjusting for the design effect

Table 3.3 : Increase in the Likelihood
That a Reason for Nonparticipation
Associated With Number of Children,
Income, or Education Will Be Cited

|
Hoqsehold r:haracterlstuc Percent ofihrainge; in likelihood of pamclpatlon
Number of children

45- percem increase in the likelihood that program or access

problems rather than lack of desire for benefits will be cited

with each additional child; 38-percent increase in the

likelincod that program or access problems rather than lack
of information will be cited with each addmonal child

5- percent increase in the likelihood that p program or access
problems rather than lack of desire for benefits will be cited
with each additional $1,000 income: 2-percent increase in
the likelihood that program or access problems rather than
lack of information will be cited with each additiona! $1,000
income

Income

10- percem increase in the the likelihood that lack of desire
for benefits rather than program or access problems will be
cited with each additional year of education; 10-percent
increase in the likelihood that lack of desire for benefits
rather than lack of infermation will be cited with each
additional year of education

Education
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Table 3.1: Distribution of Reasons for
Nonparticipationin the Food Stamp
Program Cited by Eligible Households

Percent
citing
anary reason for nonparticipation category a
Lack of desire for feod stamps
Did not need foodgtgﬁps - 28
Personal attitude about receiving benefts 98
Subtotal %
Lack of information about Food Stamp program
Thought income or assets 100 hrgh 210
Thought they were ineligible for some other reason 121
Did notknow how toapply 37
Subtotal T 368%
Program or access problems e
Reported administrative “hassles” 129
%Hgfvﬁﬁare officials that they were mellglbWe - a3
Physical access problems - 28
Subtotal S B 0%
Yotal T 00.0%

aPercentages in this table have been adjusted for removal of categories for missing data, for responses
of “"do not know." and for instances where data were not available. These unusable categories com-
pnsed 7.1 percent of the unadjusted responses. {Eligible households not participating in the Food
Stamp program constituted 56.2 percent of the total number of food-stamp-eligible households )

As indicated in table 3.1, the two categories of reasons most often cited
by eligible households for not participating in the Food Stamp program
were a lack of desire for benefits (38.2 percent) and a lack of informa-
tion about the Food Stamp program (36.8 percent).

Among households reporting a lack of desire for benefits, a large major-
ity of the respondents reported a lack of perceived need rather than a
negative personal attitude about receiving benefits. That is, their
responses did not indicate that they feit there was a “stigma” associated
with receiving benefits.

Among respondent households identified as lacking information about
the Food Stamp program, confusion over the income limits, asset limits,
and other regulations applicable to applying for benefits was the most
frequently reported problem.

The least often cited major category of reasons for not participating in
the Food Stamp program was program or access problems (25.0 per-
cent). Within this category, the most frequently cited problem was
actual or perceived administrative “hassles” (12.9 percent).
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Participation in the Food Stamp Program

Summary

Table 2.2 indicates that for every unit increase in the number of chil-
dren in a household, the likelihood of household participation increased
67 percent. This finding was consistent with previous work that
examined differences between participants and nonparticipants in the
Food Stamp program.

In addition, for every $1,000 increase in annual income, households
were b percent less likely to participate in the Food Stamp program.
Again, this result matched our expectations.

Finally, for every additional grade of education attained by the head of
the household, households were 6 percent less likely to participate in the
Food Stamp program.

In sum, eligible household participation in the Food Stamp program was
highly associated with participation in other welfare programs. Partici-
pation in the Food Stamp program was also highly associated with
households headed by single, nonwhite women and with households
that participate in ss1. The likelihood of household participation in the
Food Stamp program increased markedly with each additional child in
the household. Low participation rates were associated with households
headed by elderly individuals or by single males (either white or non-
white) and with households that received Social Security benefits.

These results have immediate implications for the Food Stamp program.
Any effort by the Department of Agriculture to increase participation
among eligible households should consider various mechanisms that are
tailored to the characteristics of nonparticipating groups. The specific
techniques used to encourage these groups to participate should also
take into account the reasons these groups report for nonparticipation.
In the next chapter, we present data that relate to these reasons for
nonparticipation.
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Participation in the Food Stamp Program

Table 2.1 : Probability of Participation, by
Category of Householid

Probability 95-percent
of confidence

Household category ~ participation interval®
All ehgnbleﬁt?mjsiehads s 105
FTecHeﬁs of other welfare benefts 87  + 08
ﬁtEpTenE gSGpT)Iemental Securlty /lncome 82 77171;1
Fieolplents of Somal Secunty Y
Elderdly T
Wi T T e it
" Single males e 2T
" Single females L O
'ﬁ\deogweEEQgr'oed or separated N
~ Married couples a2 £13
Nonwhite S
- Slngle males 3  +33
~ Single females - T
~ Widowed Ei\Eced ar separated T + 13
‘Married couples T R

“Because of the sampling design of PSID, households are selected in a random but nonequal manner,
To reflect the unequal probability of selection, weights are assigned to each household. In order to
analyze the data properly, these weights must be taken into account. All analyses are therefore based
on weighted data. To adjust for the complex sample design of PSID, we doubled all confidence intervals
compared to what they would have been if PSID had used simple random sampling (to more accurately
reflect the estimated sampling errors). This is known as adjusting for the design effect.

Table 2.2 : Change in the Likelihood of
Participation Associated With Changes
in the Number of Children, income, and
Education

Percent of change in
Household characteristic 7 likelihood of participation

Number of children 67 percent increase in the likelihood of
participation for each additional child in
the household

Income 5 percent decrease in the likelihood of
participation for each additional $1 000
S e e . _ncome , L
Fducatien 6 percent decrease in the likelihood of

participation for each additicnal grade of
schooling completed

All household characteristics examined-—recipients of other welfare
program benefits, recipients of ssi benefits, recipients of Social Security
benetits, the elderly, education, income, number of children, and marital
status and gender—were found to be associated with participation in
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Report Structure

Second, for each characteristic, we calculated the probability of partici-
pation in the Food Stamp program by households possessing that
characteristic.

Third, we examined reasons that eligible households reported for non-
participation in the Food Stamp program. PsiD included a series of ques-
tions that yielded reasons why households did not participate. All
responses to questions asked by PSID were given by the head of the
household. In our report, when we refer to answers to PSID questions,
these responses in all cases were from the head of the household. (In
this report, we sometimes use the term ““household” to represent the
head of the household.) We examined reasons eligible households
reported for not receiving food stamps. For most household characteris-
tics, we calculated the frequency of reasons for not participating in the
program. For three characteristics—number of children, income, and
education level—we estimated the strength of the relationship between
the household characteristic and particular reasons for not participating
in the Food Stamp program by performing logistic regression analyses.*

Eligible nonparticipants were classified into one of two groups: (1) those
who reported they thought they were ineligible and (2) those who
thought they were eligible. Those who reported they were eligible were
further subdivided into those who tried to obtain benefits but did not
receive them and those who did not try to obtain benefits. By combining
the reasons for nonparticipation across the three groups of eligible non-
participants, we estimated the relative importance of each reason.

Our review was conducted in accordance with generally accepted gov-
ernment auditing standards.

Following this chapter, the report is divided into three additional chap-
ters: one on household characteristics associated with Food Stamp pro-
gram participation; one on household characteristics associated with the
three main reasons for nonparticipation; and a final chapter presenting
a summary of our work, a recommendation, and agency comments on
our report with our response.

YSpecification of the model we used can be found in appendix II.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The Food Stamp program, the nation’s largest food assistance program,
currently provides benefits to almost. 7 million households, or approxi-
mately 19 million individuals, each month. The Food and Nutrition Ser-
vice (FNS) of the Department of Agriculture oversees the program, while
day-to-day operations are administered at the state or local level. In fis-
cal year 1988, the federal government spent approximately $12 billion
for benefits and program operations. To receive food stamps, most,
applicants must first pass a gross income and net income test, adjusted
for household size, and an asset test. Households may voluntarily termi-
nate enrollment in the program, or they may be dropped because a
change in circumstances makes them ineligible.

Despite the substantial assistance that is being provided by the Food
Stamp program, there is concern that some households that are eligible
for food stamps and in need of them are not participating in the pro-
gram. This concern led Congressman Bill Emerson, the Ranking Minority
Member of the Subcommittee on Domestic Marketing, Consumer Rela-
tions, and Nutrition of the Agriculture Committee to request that we
determine why some food-stamp-eligible households do not participate
in the program. We responded to this request with two earlier reports.
This is the final report in this series. Our first report in this series was
Food Stamps: Examination of Program Data and Analysis of Nonpartici-
pation (GAO/PEMD-88-21), issued in July 1988. Tt focused on Food Stamp
program operations, state program variations, and existing research on
reasons for nonparticipation and was generally based on data reported
for the years 1979 through 1981. This was followed in December 1988
by Food Stamps: Reasons for Nonparticipation (GAO/PEMD-89-5BR ), which
focused on responses to a few broad questions on reasons for nonpartici-
pation as cited in the 1980 and 1987 Panel Study of Income Dynamics
(PSID) surveys of nationally representative samples of families.! The pre-
sent and final report describes the results of a more in-depth analysis of
the 1987 psID, analyzing participation across various demographic fac-
tors and reported reasons for nonparticipation.

IPSID is a survey conducted by the Survey Research Center of the University of Michigan. The sur-
vey was conducted in 1980 and 1987 and requested information from respondents with respect to
their attitudes and behavior in 1978 and 1986, respectively. (We contracted with the Survey Research
Center in 1987 to collect data an reasons why households did not participate in the Food Stamp
program. These questions approximate those asked in 1980.)
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Executive Summary

Recommendation to
the Secretary of
Agriculture

separated), a Social Security recipient, or an elderly person. The house-
holds that cited a lack of information about the Food Stamp program as
the predominant reason for not participating were headed by white sin-
gle males, white single females, and nonwhite single females. The house-
holds that reported problems with the Food Stamp program or access to
the program as their predominant reason for nonparticipation were
those receiving Supplemental Security Income or other welfare benefits
and those headed by a nonwhite widowed, divorced, or separated indi-
vidual; a single male; or a married individual. Also, as the number of
children or the household’s income rose, problems with the program or
lack of access to the program became the predominant reason for non-
participation in the Food Stamp program.

From a policy viewpoint, the desire of eligible households not to partici-
pate may not be a problem. Conversely, difficulty with the program,
lack of access to it, and lack of information about it are things that can
and should be remedied. Since more than three fifths of the eligible
households have given these reasons for nonparticipation, it is impor-
tant to address these problems. The recently enacted Hunger Prevention
Act of 1988 provides a means for addressing program and access, as
well as lack of information, problems. The act specifies actions intended
to reduce precisely those problems, such as application form simplifica-
tion and case worker training. The act also encourages outreach and
requires that it be focused on low income households. GAO’s analysis
shows that at the national level certain groups within the population are
more likely to lack information about the program. Although the exact
mix of nonparticipants and reasons for nonparticipation will vary from
locale to locale, Gao found that at a national level the households poten-
tially most likely to be influenced by effective outreach are those house-
holds that report lack of information about the program—that is,
households headed by single individuals (white males and females and
nonwhite females).

Given that outreach efforts may be resumed under the Hunger Preven-
tion Act, GAO recommends that the Secretary of Agriculture direct the
Administrator of the Food and Nutrition Service to encourage states to
target outreach to those groups that would most benefit from it and to
tailor outreach programs to the needs and characteristics of these spe-
cific groups. Such effective targeting and tailoring of outreach programs
should maximize the returns on investments in outreach by the states
and the federal government.
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Executive Summary

Purpose

Background

The Food Stamp program, the nation’s largest food assistance program,
currently provides benefits to almost 7 million households, or approxi-
mately 19 million individuals, each month. In fiscal year 1988, the fed-
eral government spent approximately $12 billion for food stamp
benefits and program operations. Despite this substantial assistance pro-
vided to people participating in the Food Stamp program, according to
data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, more than half of the
households eligible for food stamps do not receive these benefits.

GAO was asked by the Honorable Bill Emerson, Ranking Minority Mem-
ber of the Subcommittee on Domestic Marketing, Consumer Relations,
and Nutrition of the House Committee on Agriculture, to analyze the
Food Stamp program in detail, particularly with respect to households
that meet the eligibility criteria yet do not participate in the program.
GAO was asked to determine why food-stamp-eligible households do not.
participate in the program. GAO partially responded to this request in
two earlier reports. This is the final report on this issue.

GAO’s first report in this series was Food Stamps: Examination of Pro-
gram Data and Analysis of Nonparticipation (GAQ/PEMD-88-21), issued in
July 1988. It concentrated on program operations, state program varia-
tions, and existing research on reasons for nonparticipation. That report
was based primarily on data from the period 1979 to 1981. This was
followed in December 1988 by Food Stamps: Reasons for Nonparticipa-
ti_or_1 (GAO/PEMD-89-5BR), which focused on responses to a few broad analy-
ses of the reasons for nonparticipation as reported in the 1980 and 1987
Panel Study of Income Dynamics surveys of nationally representative
samples of households. The present and final report offers the results of
a more in-depth analysis of the 1987 survey, analyzing both participa-
tion across various demographic factors and the reasons reported by
food-stamp-eligible but nonparticipating households. In this report, Gao
addresses two questions:

1. What demographic characteristics or factors are associated with Food
Stamp program participation?

2. What reasons do food-stamp-eligible households give for not partici-
pating in the program?

The data from which Gao derives its answers to these questions are the

latest source available, having been collected in the 1987 Panel Study of
Income Dynamics survey.
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